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Chapter One

​


Montana Territory—September 1886

 


There wasn’t a single part of him that
didn’t ache.

Drake Myers swiped the muck from his face,
casting aside the sticky mess as he glared up at the hefty woman
who’d just tossed him out of her brothel and onto the muddy street.
Damn if everyone in the place didn’t spill out onto the porch to
watch his humiliation.

He’d been warned. More than once. But he
simply didn’t give a damn about anything anymore. He’d also
underestimated Madame Marie. The woman might be as wide as she was
tall, but when it came to protecting her working girls, she had
every bit as much strength as a heavily muscled man.

Hands on her ample hips, she stood in the
moonlight and glared right back at him as even more curious people
poured from the whorehouse to gawk. Madame Marie’s red satin dress
strained at the seams as the peacock feathers protruding from her
upswept hair bounced each time she nodded her head. “You go on and
git now! Ain’t got no time for scoundrels like you.”

“My money’s good as anyone else’s,” Drake
grumbled, more to himself than her.

He groaned as the two women he’d hoped would
entertain him for the evening hovered behind Marie. The skinny
blonde frowned as she clutched her silky robe together to cover her
breasts. The redhead showed no emotion at all, simply stared at him
with eyes that held little intelligence and not an ounce of spark.
After seeing him wallowing in the mud as though he were some hog,
they were probably relieved he hadn’t had a chance to be intimate
with them.

Drake hadn’t even had the opportunity to
touch either of them. After he’d ridden just outside the town of
White Pines to the well-known but seldom talked about brothel, he’d
paid his money to the young hostess and grabbed the only two comely
faces from among the available working girls. They’d barely closed
the door to the bedroom when angry shouts had accompanied Marie’s
heavy footsteps up the stairs. The door had slammed open, and
moments later, he’d found himself grabbed by his shirt collar and
the seat of his pants, hustled down the stairs, and tossed out in
the street like so much garbage.

Probably what he deserved, wallowing in mud,
what with the way he’d been floundering in his own misery of
late.

Marie shook her head and then started
wagging her finger at him like a mother scolding a naughty child.
“I done told ya and told ya. I cain’t have ya occupying two of my
girls at the same time. It ain’t right. It just ain’t natural, I
tell ya.”

After wiping the rest of the mud from his
face, Drake dragged himself to his feet. He’d drunk enough to be a
tad unsteady, but unfortunately not enough to forget this
humiliation come morning. “You sell girls, and you want me to think
you’re outraged that I wanna bed two women at the same time?”

One of the girls handed Marie his hat.

With a snort of disgust, Marie tossed it at
him. “Git out and stay out.”

Drake caught it before it ended up in the
mud, too. After slapping the weathered hat against his thigh, he
put it on his head. Then he threw the vastly amused people from the
brothel one last scowl before weaving his way to his horse, Rusty.
Snatching the chestnut gelding’s reins from the hitching post, he
held them tightly as he hauled himself into the saddle. His eyes
caught the blonde’s—the prettier of his two potential companions.
“You wanna earn some coin you don’t have to share with Marie, you
know where to find me.” He dug his heels into Rusty’s sides, hoping
to hell the horse’s hooves would throw some clumps of dirt Marie’s
way.

When he reached the town, it was peaceful as
ever. Quiet. All but abandoned by this time of night. The only
place with signs of life was the Four Aces, the local saloon that
catered to the rail workers and cowboys who often passed through
White Pines. The other businesses had shut their doors tight for
the night hours ago.

It wasn’t until he reached the boarding
house that he allowed his anger to finally ebb. The whole situation
had been ludicrous. Two women at the same time? Even he
wasn’t truly that disgusting. The plan had been nothing more than
another attempt to forget his wretched life.

The boarding house’s manager was sitting on
the big porch, rocking in his chair, and smoothing a cloth over the
barrel of the shotgun in his lap. No doubt he’d want to discuss
past-due rent. Again. Drake rode right past him to the barn, where
he cared for Rusty’s needs, Afterwards, he gave the gelding a
gentle stroke on the muzzle and an extra handful of grain for being
his only real friend.

When he reached the front door, he tipped
his hat to Earl Hammonds, who hadn’t budged an inch. “Evenin’, Mr.
Hammonds.”

Earl didn’t even look up, simply kept
rubbing the dirty cloth on the barrel of his gun. “You be owin’ me
money, Mr. Myers. That sum be past due.”

Drake took off his hat and raked his fingers
through his unruly hair before wincing as he realized there was
still mud in it. “I know, Mr. Hammonds. It’s just...” He shrugged.
“I don’t have it. Not yet.” Mind scrambling for some logical
explanation why he couldn’t seem to cough up the money to keep
renting his room, he finally let out a resigned sigh. What little
money he’d had was now in the hands of the brothel, and they
weren’t likely to give it back. He only had three things of value,
two of which he’d never peddle. Rusty and his gun. “I’ll sell my
saddle tomorrow and pay you.”

Earl let out a snort as he rocked in his
squeaky chair.

“I mean what I say,” Drake insisted. Instead
of waiting to hear more of the owner’s derision, he put his hat
back on and opened the front screen door. “You’ll get your money
tomorrow.”

“You be bathin’ a’fore you sleep in that
bed.”

“I have every intention of doing exactly
that.” Without a backward glance, he pulled the door shut behind
him.

The rain barrel that served as the boarding
house’s bathtub held water cold enough to set Drake’s teeth
chattering. He fingers went numb long before he’d finished washing
away the dirt. He slipped into clean long johns before heading
upstairs.

The room he’d called home for the last few
months was smaller than Rusty’s stall, but it had a bed and a
table, which were really all he needed.

Sitting on the bed, he jerked on clean
socks, flexed his toes, and gave his head a disgusted shake when
his big toes popped through holes. Since he had no talent with a
needle, he hadn’t darned the damn things.

God, but he led a sorry existence.

His gaze fell on the wooden model of a house
that rested on the table. Not a house; his house. At
least the one he’d dreamed of owning when his cattle driving days
eventually ended and he’d earned his fortune. A fortune he’d never
earn now, thanks to a previous ill-fated trip to a whorehouse in
Denver. The woman he’d hired that night had drugged him, stolen the
payroll entrusted to him, and left him with a reputation as an
undependable dimwit. Even though he’d hunted the woman down and
returned the money, all those noble tasks did was solidify a
popular notion that he’d stolen it himself and fabricated the story
about Sara Fuller—now Sara Young.

Funny how she’d come here to start a new
life and found a good one. A husband. A home.

All Drake had found here was misery.

He’d tried to forgive her. He had. And for a
while, he’d convinced himself he’d moved on. White Pines seemed as
good a place to settle as any—until it appeared as though everyone
in town thought poorly of him. While the fault probably lay right
at his own feet since his behavior had been pretty disgraceful, it
was easier to blame Sara Young. Much easier.

The small house taunted him, reminding him
of how his earlier models had earned him nothing but criticism.
“A waste of yer time,” his uncle had always grumbled,
often accompanying his censure by tossing whatever Drake had been
working on into the fire and then giving him a cuff upside the
head.

Is that what his work represented? A waste
of his time? He had no job. No prospects for employment. Very
little money. And yet still he carved and built and created.

With a mournful howl, he swept his arm
across the table, sending his house model crashing against the wall
and falling to the floor. The V of the roof tumbled off the
structure as two of the walls separated and dropped away. He’d
reduced it to kindling.

Uncle Herbert would’ve been
proud.

There’d be no more time given to creations
no one but him would ever see. His life was in the shitter, and
he’d sunk as low as he could possibly go.

The time had come to pull himself up from
the mire. He’d have to try harder to find employment, even if it
meant mucking out stalls or digging ditches. A man had to eat, and
Earl Hammonds wasn’t going to wait much longer for his rent.

Blowing out the candle, Drake flopped onto
the bed, vowing to stop feeling so damned sorry for himself and
start to make a new life. Before sleep claimed him, he had one
important epiphany.

There’s really nowhere to go now but
up.

 


* * *

 


“I’m sorry, Kayla.”

Kayla Backer tried to hide her gloomy
reaction to Drew’s announcement. He was clearly in mourning for his
older brother and didn’t deserve the added weight of her
disappointment. She folded her arms under her breasts and waited
for the reasons he’d refused her request.

Drew Pearson frowned. “I know you had your
heart set on starting construction on your new home, but...” He
shook his head and cast his gaze to the wooden floor.

Her heart ached for him. “No, Drew,” she
said, laying a hand on his arm. “Please express no regrets. I
apologize for making you feel as though you owe me anything. You
should go to your mother. She needs you now.”

With a hard swallow, he nodded. “I cannot
imagine her grief. My brother was everything to her.” Head bowed,
he ran his hand over his blond hair. He wore it much longer than
was the fashion, often tying it behind his neck with a leather
cord. But the man was an actor. White Pines folks loved his
eccentricity. They expected it. The fancy suits. The air of
whimsy. They even ignored the fact that he was a man in his early
thirties who lived with another man.

His lover—although people would never
acknowledge the men’s relationship as anything more than a fast
friendship—stood next to the couch, keeping close watch over Drew
and Kayla as they spoke. Gideon Young was every bit as dark as Drew
was light, his black hair and brown eyes so very different than
Drew’s hair the color of sunshine and eyes the hue of the summer
sky.

Now she was being far too fanciful. She
loved Drew as though he were her brother, but despite having lived
in their home as the men’s housekeeper for close to nine months,
she was still wary of Gideon. Not that he deserved her misgivings.
He’d been nothing but kind. His aloof manner simply reminded her
far too much of her former fiancé.

And those wounds still ran too deep to dwell
upon.

“I can easily bide my time until later in
autumn,” Kayla said, hoping to raise Drew’s spirits. “Once you
return from seeing your family, then we shall begin work.” A nod to
the drawings piled on the side table. “Perhaps in the time you and
Gideon are away, I can find someone who can turn my dreams into
reality. Heaven knows I have no idea how to transform my thoughts
into a home.”

At least Drew looked up, although his smile
seemed forced. “I fear my skills at building are somewhat limited.”
He tossed a glance to Gideon.

Gideon heaved a sigh. “Told you already,
Kayla. I’m gonna build it when I can, but I’m going to Missoula
with you first, Drew. Snows come in October, so I’m not gonna start
this year. Next spring. Maybe. We gotta get your ma settled
first.”

Settled. Gideon’s way of letting Drew
know that his mother wasn’t returning to White Pines with them as
Drew hoped. Kayla had tried to make herself scarce whenever the men
had quarreled about the fate of the widow, which was often since
the news of the death of Drew’s brother had reached them. While
Drew claimed his mother would be happy moving away from Missoula
and coming to live with the men, Gideon wanted Drew’s sister to
care for her, insisting they needed their privacy.

“I am quite sure she shall settle fine in
one of our bedrooms,” Drew asserted.

Gideon started shaking his head before Drew
even finished his sentence. “We wouldn’t have any privacy, what
with her putterin’ around.”

The contradiction couldn’t go unmentioned.
Kayla’s penchant for speaking her mind always got the better of
her. “If you do not wish to have a woman ‘putterin’ around,’ then
why did you welcome me into your home?” She waited a beat.
“Oh yes. Now I remember. You were trying to remedy what you
believed was your brother’s error in summoning me as his potential
bride.” She’d crossed her arms again and now drummed her fingers
against one forearm. “I have explained to you many, many times that
I hold him no ill will. Nor do I hold any ill will for Sara.”

Eyes narrowed, Gideon responded to her gibe.
“Caleb should’ve married you, Kayla.”

Although he was always kind to his
sister-in-law, Sara, Gideon often let Kayla know he preferred her
education and refinement to Sara’s shady past. “Sara cannot help
what she was. Surely you’ve come to terms with her former life. She
had no choice. Life is... difficult for women who have no
protectors.”

His gaze hardened. “Don’t see you selling
yourself to men.”

“Had you and Drew not taken me in,” Kayla
countered, “my future might have been every bit as bleak as Sara’s
past. As I have said on many occasions, Gideon, I have forgiven her
and Caleb. You should as well. She is your brother’s wife now, and
he cares greatly for her. They have a son. Leave the past where it
belongs. In the past.”

Gideon simply stomped to the door. He
snatched his jacket from the wooden pegs where it hung next to hers
and Drew’s and left them, slamming the door behind him.

The man’s temper would cool quickly, as it
always did where Drew was concerned. All Gideon required were a few
sweet words from Drew, and he would no doubt be moving Drew’s
mother to White Pines in short order.

Stepping up to the window, Drew glanced
through it, a pensive sulk on his handsome face. “I fear he shall
never truly accept Sara. A sorrow, that. She is such a wonderful
woman, and she makes Caleb happy.”

Kayla took a place at his side. “He will
never be unkind to her.”

“You’re right on that point, my dear.”

The western view from the window was
beautiful, more so since it included the five acres that Gideon had
gifted her for her service to them as well as a guilt offering. “I
should never have agreed to accept the land,” she whispered.

Drew’s brows drew together. “Why the devil
not?”

“Gideon had no need to rectify whatever
injustice he believes his brother dealt me. I came to White Pines
to be a bride. Should I have truly wished that end, I have had more
than enough opportunities for matrimony from many of the men in and
near town.”

His frown eased. “That you have, but
nonetheless you accepted the land. It pleased Gideon for you to
have it.” He lifted her hand and brushed a kiss on her knuckles.
“You have been a gift, dear Kayla. You take very good care of us,
and his conscience will bother him if he doesn’t make recompense
for Caleb luring you here under false pretenses.”

Kayla shrugged off the thought, knowing she
could never tell them the whole truth—that she came to White Pines
for something other than marrying a man she’d never met. Her life
had changed for the better when Sara married Caleb, for Kayla
hadn’t been forced to hand her life over to another man. She could
be her own woman, not some mail-order bride marrying a stranger. A
home of her own would only aid her in that end.

“The whole affair was nothing more than a
comedy of errors,” she insisted. “Caleb wanted a bride, and when
Sara arrived, he was convinced she was the one he’d sent for. I
bear neither him nor Sara any malice.” A glance back to the lush
acres that Gideon would soon deed to her. “Yet I find I crave what
Gideon has offered.”

“And you wish a home of your own.” Drew gave
her a quick embrace. “You took the land, Kayla. Let us build you a
home on it. Perhaps when it is ready, you might wish to accept one
of the many proposals of marriage and make a family there.”


Chapter Two

​


Drake ran a brush over Rusty’s rump as he
kept a close watch over the three men who were coming down the
livery’s aisle. The first was Earl. Dressed in his typically
patched and worn clothing, his skinny frame all but disappeared if
the man turned sideways. The other two gentlemen, Drake didn’t
know, although he’d seen them before.

White Pines was such a small town. Unlike
other railroad stops, it never grew by leaps and bounds. Instead,
the same families had lived there for generations—would probably
still be there long after the territory became a state. Perhaps
that was why Drake was sticking around. Because that sort of home
appealed to him.

That, and he was as poor as a preacher
without a flock.

One of the other men was close to his own
age and walked as though he’d spent a lot of time in the saddle.
Dressed like it, too. The other was a dandy—far too fancy a man to
ever hang around a barn. An extravagant suit, right down to one of
those stuffy neck ties, which was white as snow. No, this man
hadn’t mucked out a stall in his whole life. Hell, he’d probably
never even stepped in manure without pitching a hissy fit.

So why was Earl leading them Drake’s way?
And why in the devil was he carrying the pieces of the model Drake
had broken the night before?

Rusty sidestepped into him, the horse
nervous at having strangers approach. Drake nudged back with his
shoulder and continued his chores. “What can I do for you
gentlemen?” he asked when they stopped to stare at him.

Earl was the one to answer him. “They be
wantin’ to know about this.” He dropped the pieces of the model
onto one of the tack trunks.

“Why?” No one had ever been remotely
interested in the things he’d built. Even more perplexing was that
this one was broken, probably beyond repair.

Instead of giving a reply, the younger man
nodded at Rusty. “Fine-lookin’ animal.” He stroked the horse’s
muzzle, and damn if the normally skittish Rusty didn’t allow the
attention.

Drake’s hackles rose. “He’s not for
sale.”

“Didn’t ask,” the man said with an easy
smile.

“Then why are you here?”

“Came to speak to Earl.” The man stuck out
his gloved hand, quickly snatched it back to remove his weathered
glove, and then offered his hand to Drake again. “We ain’t met. I’m
Ty Bishop.” He inclined his head at the dandy. “This is Drew
Pearson.”

Drake recognized their names. Both had been
entangled in the drama surrounding his coming to White Pines.
“Drake Meyers.”

The dandy stroked his chin with this finger
and thumb. “Ah, the illustrious Mr. Meyers. Our paths should have
crossed months ago, yet I find this is our first face-to-face
meeting. I believe you followed our Sara to this fair town.”

So that was where Drake had heard
Drew’s name. From Sara.

The thief who’d destroyed his life.

Damn, but he wanted to find forgiveness for
her. The circumstances of his existence now wouldn’t allow him that
luxury. Had she not snatched the payroll he was holding, he would
still be working his way up the hierarchy of the cattle
company.

Instead, he was stuck in the middle of
Montana without two bits to rub together.

And it was all her fault.

He saw no reason to respond to Drew’s
statement, so he finished brushing Rusty, tossed the worn brush at
the tack trunk, and led his horse back into the stall.

“They be wantin’ a builder,” Earl said as
Drake closed and latched the stall door.

Taking a piece of wire he’d prepared, he
twisted it around the gate and the post.

“Got an escape artist?” Ty asked with a note
of humor in his tone.

Drake nodded, pleased that there was a man
here who spoke the same language. “Not a gate in the world he can’t
open.”

A grin filled Ty’s face. “Got me a mare like
that. No matter what I do, still find her grazing on the front lawn
most every damn day.”

Had he not felt as if the weight of the
world resting on his shoulder, Drake might have smiled in return.
“They can be pretty clever animals when they wanna be.”

“Are you capable of building that home in
real life?” Drew asked, nodding at the model.

What an odd question. “I s’pose so,”
Drake replied. “Built a barn or two in my day. Only helped on one
home, though.”

“Why’d you build this?” Ty asked,
running his fingers over the line of the wrecked model’s roof.

Drake shrugged, not about to open his
thoughts to these men. He knew nothing about them beyond their
connection to Sara, and that certainly wasn’t a point in their
favor.

Ty’s gaze shifted to Drew. “Looks
familiar.”

“I agree,” Drew replied before turning back
to Drake. “Would you please answer Ty’s question? Are you capable
of building this home?” He fished in his pocket and pulled out a
folded piece of parchment.

“Why would you wanna know?” Were these men
thinking he was a carpenter? What other reason could they be asking
such strange questions?

“We’re searching for a builder,” Drew
replied. “Thus far, our search has been fruitless.”

“No one in this whole town can build a
house?” Drake couldn’t stop the incredulous tone of his voice.

“Oh, there may be many who can,” Drew
said. “Unfortunately, we have discovered most won’t.”
Unfolding the paper, Drew held it out to Drake. “This is exactly
what we want.”

Drake looked at the picture, startled at the
nearly perfect rendering of the model he’d made. “Who drew
this?”

“The woman who will live in the house.”

“How did she...?” None of this made any
sense. Drake swept his free hand at the broken model. “How did you
even find this?”

Ty was the one to reply. “We were askin’
Earl about a man who did some work on his roof, hopin’ he might be
a builder. Saw this resting on top of the firewood pile. Was mighty
impressed, especially since it looked so much like the one
Kayla—er, Miss Backer drew.”

Kayla Backer. An uncommon name, and
one Drake could have sworn he’d heard before. “Why’s she drawing a
house?”

“It’s the house she wishes to live in,” Drew
replied.

“Why can’t her husband build it?”

“She’s single,” Ty replied. “Wants the house
for herself.”

A single woman? In Montana?

Hell’s fire, the woman must be as ugly as
a donkey.

But even that shouldn’t have discouraged the
lonely men of White Pines. Some were desperate for feminine
companionship. He was aware of the town gossip that Drew and Gideon
had no intention of taking brides, so he wondered if they kept her
around to help since no one else wanted her.

Drew pulled Drake back into the
conversation. “A shame to waste such a creation as kindling.” His
gaze found Drake’s. “If you are capable of building this home—a
true-to-life-size version of this home for Miss Backer—we would
like to discuss employing you to do exactly that.”

Earl jumped in where he wasn’t welcome. “He
be owin’ me money. His first pay comes to me.” Emphasizing his
point, he thumped his chest with his thumb.

“Ah, yes. Important things first,”
Drew drawled with just the right amount of scolding to make Drake
consider grinning. “We will be happy to settle Mr. Myers debt
should he accept our offer.”

“How far is it to where you want this
built?” Drake asked. If they offered him a fair salary, he would
consider building the damn place. “It’s a bit too late in the year
to start, but come spring—”

“Miss Backer wishes you to begin promptly,”
Drew said. “The house will be built on some acres we’ve given her
as her own... homestead, you might say.”

“Winter will set in and—”

Once again, Drew cut him off. “Should you
complete the frame and the roof promptly, the remainder could
easily be built in the less hospitable months.”

Drake shook his head. “I won’t make my horse
trudge through the types of snow we get out here to get to the
site.”

At least that statement gave Drew pause.

However, Earl, looking a bit giddy, had
something to say. “He could live at yer place. Then he ain’t gonna
be needin’ one of my rooms no more.”

Seemed Earl was as anxious to get rid of
Drake as Drake was to leave Earl’s company.

Ty paused as though deep in thought. “Could
close himself off the loft in the barn. Might make a cozy place to
stay while he works.” He focused a hard stare at Earl. “He won’t be
troublin’ you then.”

“You or your damnable bedbugs,” Drake added,
happy to see Earl sputter at the insult. “If I could live in the
barn, and if Rusty won’t have to trek through blizzards, then I’ll
build Kayla Backer her house.”

 


* * *

 


Kayla put her hands on her hips and glared
at Drew. Her thoughts were tumbling and turning, and her anger
couldn’t seem to find the right words to let him know exactly how
ridiculous it was to even consider having Drake Myers build her
home.

“You seem angry, my dear,” Drew said as he
laid his gloves on the table.

The words finally came. “Sara is my friend,
Drew. You simply cannot believe I would wish to spend time with a
man who...who...wronged her so.”

“Wronged her?” Ty said as he strode into the
house, obviously hearing what they’d been saying. He held the door
as his wife, Cassie, followed him in.

Drew helped Cassie remove her coat, but he
kept up the topic. “You know I love Sara like a sister, but it
would seem to me that she wronged Drake.”

After Cassie gave Kayla a kiss on the cheek,
she whirled to Drew, her pretty brown braid flying with the motion.
“Sara merely did what she had to do to survive. You should not be
criticizing her so. I also believe she returned whatever money she
borrowed from Mr. Myers.”

“Borrowed?” Ty snorted, drawing a stern
frown from his wife.

“Then say the same to Kayla,” Drew said in
his defense. “She is the one who began this conversation by
claiming that Drake Myers in some way hurt our Sara.”

Her face heating, Kayla tried to clarify,
hoping they wouldn’t press her too hard. “I was not referring to
the money she might have taken in a time of desperation.”

As though he enjoyed seeing her so
flustered, Drew grinned and pressed on as though he knew what she
would say. “Then what exactly did you mean, Kayla dear?”

“He... visited her. At that...that... And
then they...” She threw up her hands and tried to toss out a
different bone for Drew to chew upon. “I shall cease my objections.
Drake Myers will be acceptable, should you believe he can do a good
job on my home.”

“Heard something about visitin’. Who visited
what?” Gideon asked after he came in through the same door Drew,
Ty, and Cassie had used.

With a mischievous smile, Drew replied, “I
believe our Kayla is a bit concerned that Drake Myers has been to
visit women who work in brothels.”

Kayla felt as if her cheeks were on fire.
“Must we speak of this?”

Ty burst out laughing. “When you say
‘women,’ you don’t know how right you are. Heard he tried to take
two to bed at Madame Marie’s place and got tossed out on his
drunken ass.”

A gasp ripped from Cassie as she placed her
hand over her husband’s mouth. “Ty! You mustn’t speak of such
things with ladies present.”

Even though he nodded, his brown eyes were
full of the sharp humor Kayla normally enjoyed. In her months in
White Pines, she’d grown close to Cassie and Ty Bishop. They’d
embraced her as though she were a sister, and when Sara and Caleb
Young joined them, everyone had a marvelous evening of stories,
charades, or cards. Sometimes, the five of them simply shared a
meal and comfortable conversation.

Should Drake come to the farm to build her
home, Kayla had no doubt that she would only be able to see her
friends by going to them for a visit. Sara would never come while
he was around, nor would Kayla wish to put her friend through that
kind of odd reunion.

After the men stopped chuckling, Cassie
finally removed her hand from her husband’s mouth, but not before
Ty grabbed it back and quickly kissed her palm.

Dropping her gaze to the floor, Kayla
swallowed the heartache such an intimate and loving gesture caused.
Both Ty and Caleb were openly affectionate with their wives, and
Cassie and Sara returned that affection wholeheartedly. Although
she genuinely loved her friends, Kayla admitted—if only to
herself—she longed for a husband she could make a home with. A man
she could love.

A future that could never be since the right
man, the one she’d loved, had been taken away from her.

“What’s this?” A crooked finger under her
chin, Drew raised her head so he could look in her eyes. “Are you
sad, Kayla dear? What brought a frown to your pretty mouth?”

Shaking her head to move his hand away, she
said, “Just a fleeting thought, no more.”

“Then it’s settled,” he announced. “Mr.
Myers shall come to begin work tomorrow. That way Gideon and I will
have a few days to get him settled in the barn loft and be sure he
has all the supplies he needs before we leave for Missoula.”

“There are some thing we have yet to
consider,” Kayla pointed out. “I will remind you that my living out
here with Mr. Myers and no chaperone will make us fodder for
gossip.”

“Hell, Kayla,” Ty said. “He’s already every
gossip’s favorite subject.”

Cassie let out a little laugh. “Ty’s right.
But then again, you and I have never cared what the busybodies of
White Pines think of us. For that matter, neither does Sara. I
often consider that the basis of our wonderful friendship.” She
offered Kayla a comforting smile. “Let the man come. Let him build
you a home. I shall be sure Sara understands that we mean her no
offense by hiring him.”

Kayla tried one more tack. “I’ve yet to hear
what makes you so convinced he is capable of the task.”

With a hand on her shoulder, Gideon said,
“I’ve seen what he can do. Trust me, Kayla. He can do this for you.
If you’ll let him.”

Although she still wasn’t convinced it was a
wise idea, Kayla nodded. She desperately wanted a home of her own,
and if that meant dealing with a man she could never respect—a man
who frequented brothels and, if the talk around town was to be
believed, often drank far more than he should—she would do so.

And once her house was done, she would never
have to see Drake Myers again.


Chapter Three

​


The wagon ride to Gideon Young’s farm was a
treat for Drake’s eyes. He’d spent most of his time in the
territory in and around White Pines, so he’d had little opportunity
to take in the beauty of Montana. Mountains to his left; meadows to
his right. No doubt they’d be full of buttercups and chicories come
spring. Fresh air filled his lungs, and the sounds of birds cheered
his spirit. His horse moved in an easy, smooth lope, and Drake rode
far enough behind the wagon to avoid the rocks and tufts of mud
that were often tossed his way by wheels and hooves. The whole
package made for an enjoyable afternoon.

Until he thought about the task that lay
ahead.

Although he loved to work with his hands, he
was still worried that he couldn’t give Drew and Gideon exactly
what they wanted. They’d explained quite a bit of the situation
after they’d offered him this job, including a welcome explanation
that Ty and Caleb Young would be there from time to time to help
him with the framing—a task requiring at least two or three men.
Once Gideon returned, he’d work side-by-side with Drake.

He’d accepted their proposal, grateful to be
away from the confinement of the boarding house and the rebuking
eyes of many of the townsfolk. Yet he worried at his fate being
held in the slender hands of a woman who was clearly unpleasant. A
bossy bundle of goods, if he’d understood all the men had told him
about her demands.

He’d seen her a few times when she’d come to
town. Kayla Backer was far too prim and proper to suit him. Her
starched blouse was always buttoned to the throat, gloves covered
her hands, and she seemed inclined to keep her nose in the air with
everyone she met. She spoke to few people, keeping her own company
rather than spending time in conversation.

He might not have been properly introduced
to her, but he’d listened to whispers. No man had been able to
convince her to marry. The many eager males inclined to woo her
were quickly turned away. The fact she lived with two single men,
even if there were rumors about those men and their relationship as
well, made him speculate at what made her so undesirable.

A shrew, no doubt. The woman
obviously had Drew and Gideon dancing to her tune. Why, they were
even spending a large amount of money to build her a home of her
own, something unheard of. What woman in Montana would chose to
isolate herself so deliberately?

“What have I gotten myself into, Rusty?”

Drew turned to look back at him? “Are you
speaking to me?” he called, loud enough to be heard over the
clatter of the wagon.

Drake shook his head, which made Drew frown
and face the road again.

They rounded one last bend, and the farm
came into view. The house was grand, far nicer than any he’d seen
in Montana. That only made him think Kayla wasn’t entirely in her
right mind. Who wouldn’t be happy living in such an extravagant
home? Hell, even the barn was elaborate. Sleeping there wouldn’t be
a hardship, judging from the small chimney that rose from the loft
area. Beat the hell out of the boarding house.

“Welcome.” Drew climbed down from the wagon
and swept his hand at the barn. “Gideon spent most of yesterday
enclosing a nice space for you in the loft. He also added a pot
belly stove to help keep you warm, but please remember to use
caution with it since you will be living in a barn.” He pointed at
the double doors near the peak of the roof. “Should the snows rise
too high, you can exit there and make your way to the house.” His
finger shifted to a small door on the second floor of the
house.”

“Added those after a really nasty blizzard,”
Gideon said as he hefted Drake’s bag from the wagon’s bed. “Snow
was too deep to get to the animals. Had to crawl out a window.”

Then the weight of the situation settled on
him. “You get snowed in often enough to need those doors?”

Gideon’s chuckle was the first Drake had
heard from the man who seemed to keep tight control over his
emotions. “If you’re hopin’ that was a one-time blizzard, ’fraid
you’re in for a disappointment. Used it three times last
winter.”

His stomach plummeted to his boots. Not only
would he be out here alone with an unpleasant woman, he’d likely
spend quite a bit of the winter unable to escape for his normal
nights at the Four Aces. Or at Madame Marie’s. Surely the woman had
forgiven him by now. He’d have coin in his pocket, and women like
Marie could always smell profit.

Just as Drew and Gideon led Drake to the
front porch, the door to the house opened and Kayla Backer stepped
outside as she finished buttoning her coat.

Having never seen her up close, his first
thought was that she was much prettier than he’d expected. Her hair
was bound in one, thick braid that was the color of wheat. It was
long enough to brush against the middle of her back. When she fixed
her big, brown eyes on him, every thought drifted right out of his
head.

“Welcome, Mr. Myers.” Her voice was husky.
Sensual. It hit him like a jolt to the groin. “I hope we can help
make your stay here pleasant.”

“He’s not a guest,” Gideon grumbled, clearly
not happy to see Kayla being so accommodating.

“Not exactly a guest,” Kayla replied
with a smile as sweet as honey. “I dare say he shall be on our farm
for quite some time as he builds my house. I simply hope his time
here is enjoyable.”

The woman wasn’t at all what Drake had
expected. With only a few nice words, his prediction of her being a
shrew were tossed aside. Instead of a problematic female, he found
a woman beautiful enough to make his head spin, who also seemed to
have a kind, gentle nature.

So what exactly was so wrong with her that
no man had married her?

She offered her hand.

Drake quickly tugged off his glove and gave
her hand a shake. “Thank you kindly, Miss...er...Baker.”

“Backer,” she corrected. “You may call me
Kayla. Since we’ll be sharing meals together, you need not be so
formal.” Her gaze went to Drew. “Were you able to arrange for the
lumber?”

Drew nodded. “Deliveries will come
regularly, so long as the weather holds.”

“And Ty and Caleb have agreed to help?”

“From time to time.”

“Wonderful. Then perhaps Mr. Myers would
like to see the spot where my home shall be built?” she asked,
pulling a blue knit cap from her pocket before tugging it on her
head.

“Please call me Drake.”

That charming smile of hers was going to be
the death of him. “As you wish.” Kayla skirted around him and
beckoned the men to follow with a flip of her hand. “The day holds
enough warmth, I believe we can walk.”

“Is it far?” Drake asked, hurrying so he
could walk by her side.

She shook her head while the other men
nodded. She showed them a frown. “Although they believe it’s a bit
too distant from their home and that I am foolish for not being
within sight at all times. They merely worry for my safety.”

“As they should. A woman shouldn’t live out
here all alone.”

Both Drew and Gideon nodded again, which
only made Kayla sigh. “I can assure you that I am quite capable of
taking care of myself.”

Figuring that starting an argument wasn’t a
good way to begin his new job, Drake kept the rest of his thoughts
to himself.

She was wrong, of course. The woman had
undoubtedly never learned of the evils in the world or of the
horrible things that could happen to a lady living alone,
especially in the wilderness. While the town was close—only a
couple hours’ ride away—and Gideon and Drew would be within walking
distance of her home, she wouldn’t be immune to men who would want
to rob her. Or worse.

But the topic was pushed aside. For now.
Drake would have to work up the courage to explain things to her
before he put the first board in place. Maybe that way she’d be
smart enough to change her mind about exactly where she wanted her
house.

 


* * *

 


Kayla still harbored worries about the man
who now walked beside her.

Once Gideon and Drew left for Missoula,
she’d be all alone with a person none of them knew well. What she’d
heard, while it could only be called gossip, didn’t paint a pretty
picture of Drake Myers. He’d been called a drunkard and a
debaucher. She could tolerate neither type of man.

She was quite proud of herself that she’d
successfully hidden her distaste when he’d arrived. Slapping a
smile on her face, she used her best manners to try and make Drake
feel welcome. Had there been any other options, Kayla would’ve been
happy to send the man away. But her desire to be in her own home
was stronger than her disgust at a man who clearly wasted his time
on alcohol and loose women.

Her mood improved vastly when they reached
the spot for her new house. The view of the mountains from the top
of the hill was breathtaking, and she would never tire of seeing
the snowcapped peaks. Drew had promised her a large window, an
extravagance she wouldn’t protest. The rest of her house would be
frugal, just enough for her with nothing ornate. A simple home, but
she considered it a sin not to be able to see the beauty of those
mountains.

While Drew and Gideon helped Drake pace off
some of the dimensions of the foundation, Kayla found herself
studying the man who would spend quite a bit of time alone with
her. She’d learned much—none of it good—of his character, but she’d
only seen him in passing. Now, especially while he was otherwise
occupied, she could take his measure.

He was an attractive man, something she
hadn’t truly noticed before. His brown hair was longer than she
preferred, but it was clean. Perhaps he’d welcome her taking a pair
of scissors to it. Until she got to know him better, though, she
would feel far too forward offering her services.

His clothes were worn and in need of
mending. Since she was handy with a needle, she could inquire
whether he’d like her help with that instead. It was a much less
personal task than a haircut, and asking him might be a nice way to
break the ice.

As Kayla watched him, Drake suddenly turned
and locked his gaze on her, almost as if he’d known she was
gawking. Her face heated, but she didn’t flinch. She’d learned a
long time ago that holding a firm stare instead of glancing away
made her seem stronger.

Even if I’m not all that strong.

That voice in her head was immediately
dismissed as nothing more than the ghost of Chantal Carrington and
her constant criticism. From the moment her former fiancé Gregory
had introduced Kayla to his mother, the woman found nothing but
fault in anything Kayla did. She was too thin. Too opinionated. Too
beneath a man like Gregory Carrington.

Gregory might have wanted Kayla to be his
bride, but it became perfectly clear that Chantal would never have
allowed that to happen. If only he’d known about his mother’s plots
and plans, things could have turned out differently. If only he’d
heeded Kayla’s warnings. If only...

No. No more. It was high time those
memories were buried deep enough they would cease to haunt her and
cause her such pain. Gregory was her past.

This home was her future.

“Miss Backer, um, Kayla?”

Drake’s voice brought her back from her
unpleasant reveries. “Yes?”

“You truly only want one bedroom?”

She nodded.

“But what if you decide to marry? To have
babies?”

“I shall never marry.” Despite her
efforts to conceal it, anger tinted her tone and she had to force
herself to relax.

His confusion was plain on his face. “Why on
earth not?”

“That, sir, is none of your concern.”

He cocked his head, considering her for long
enough that she grew uncomfortable. “Anyone ever tell you you’re an
odd duck?”

Dare he bait her? “Probably the exact number
of people that have called you the same.”

Drew burst out in laughter, and even the
normally glum Gideon grinned.

“I should have warned you, Drake,” Drew
said. “Our Kayla has a tongue as sharp as any properly stropped
razor.”

“I noticed that,” Drake said. At least his
mouth had bowed into a smile, and the twinkle in his chocolate eyes
made her wonder at his motives.

“Can you build my home or not?” Kayla
snapped. An apology at her rude question tickled her tongue, but
she bit it back. Drew was correct. She did have a sharp
tongue—often sharper than most men could handle. But she refused to
swallow her words anymore, even if that meant Drake wouldn’t agree
to help them.

“I can,” he drawled. “Now I just
gotta figure out if I really want to.”

“What’s this?” Drew’s brows knit. “I
believed we had reached an agreement. Did we not come to terms
yesterday?”

“We did,” Drake admitted.

“Then have you changed your mind?”

Swiping his hat from his head, Drake kept
his hard stare directed at her.

Kayla knew her face had to be a bright red,
but she continued to hold his gaze. “Have you changed your mind
because you’ve made my acquaintance and found me lacking?”

He let out a sigh. “We’re likely to be
spending a good amount of time together, and I have to admit, I’d
like it if you weren’t so...so...”

Having been on the receiving end of so much
censure in her lifetime, Kayla tossed him a few possible words. “So
tart? So rude? So insolent?”

“So damned pretty.”

His words took the wind right out of her
sails. That, and the way his dark eyes seemed to draw her in made
something inside her stomach flutter.

A bad sign.

“What I meant to say is that we’ll be out
here. Alone. And what with you being such a comely woman...” Then
he shrugged.

Gideon stepped up to Drake, his hands
clenched into fists. “Are you sayin’ you’d take advantage of her
while we’re away?”

“No, sir. I’d never take an unwilling
woman.”

“Then what are you saying?” Drew asked as he
set a restraining hand on Gideon’s arm.

“I’m saying that two people—a man and a
woman—all alone out here…” Drake shrugged. “Nature’s bound to take
its course.”

Kayla let out a little snort. “I assure you
that nature will do nothing more for us than heap snow upon our
shoulders.”

He appeared as angry as a cat with ruffled
fur. “Other women seem to like me just fine.”

Her anger soared at his obvious belief that
he was irresistible—that she was the kind of woman who would wish
to be associated with him. “I assure you, Mister Myers, that
I am nothing like the ladies you pay to like you ‘just fine.’ We
shall have a working relationship and nothing more.”

“You don’t have to get your petticoats in a
twist. You might be a right nice-looking woman, but it’s clear
we’re far too different.” He offered his hand to Drew. “I’ll build
your house.”

“My house,” Kayla couldn’t help but
point out.

Drake acted as though she hadn’t spoken.
“And I promise to keep my distance from Miss Baker.”

“Backer,” she said through gritted teeth,
fairly sure he’d mispronounced her
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